CHAPTER 23 


May 3, 2011 


“I must be out of my goddamned mind.” 


Justin starred at the ceiling of his bedroom, his hand planted against his forehead. 
He hadn’t even been able to close his eyes last night, let alone sleep, and yet he 
wasn’t even tired. His mind seemed to race around, thought after thought pelting 
against his brain. What had happened between him and Chie, he couldn’t possibly 
explain what had to have gotten into him. They had known each other for three 
freakin’ weeks. How was that enough time for either of them to fall for each other? 
There was only one possible explanation: Justin must have died and gone to hell at 
some point. 


There was no way this could possibly work out between them. | mean, did Chie even 
really know Justin all that well? All she knew about him was that he was a sarcastic 
prick that probably has more problems than an algebra test. Not exactly the most 
charming traits to find in a person. His thoughts were interrupted by the all too 
familiar sound of knocking at his front door. He didn’t need to answer the door to 
know who it was. It was always Chie, every freaking time. Maybe if he just played 
dead she’d go away and leave him to his thoughts. And as much as he wanted to do 
just that, he had forced his way to the door, opening it up slightly. Sure enough, 
there stood Chie, her eyes shining brighter than he had ever seen them shine 
before. He wished they didn’t, it just made this entire situation worse. 


She must have noticed Justin’s reluctance to open the door, because her smile soon 
turned to a frown, her eyebrows curved upwards with concern. He hadn’t noticed it, 
but he had on a frown when he opened the door, nor did he greet Chie with the 
traditional “Hey.” Rather, he had been staring at her with dark rings under his eyes. 
Even though he wasn’t tired, he had gone over twenty-four hours without sleep. 


“H-Hey... Geez, you don’t look so good.” 
An understatement, to say the least. 
“You didn’t have another one of those dreams, did you!?” 


Justin hadn’t even considered that he had come across like that. In retrospect, he 
looked a lot like he did any other time he had one of those dreams; dark rings under 
his eyes, a frown spread across his face, his hair messy as all hell. Justin let out a 
burst of hot air. No, it wasn’t a dream, but honestly, he would prefer it to this. 


“No... listen, we need to talk.” 


“H-huh? A-about what?” 


Dammit Chie, stop making this so difficult! 
“About yesterday...” 


Justin paused for a moment, taking in the sight of Chie’s face, looking for the 
slightest change of emotion. She still seemed concerned, though there was the 
slightest upward curvature in the cracks of her mouth. She seemed happy about it, 
at the very least, which did nothing but confuse Justin more. 


“Chie, what do you even SEE in me.” 
“Wh-what do you mean?” 


“You’ve known me for three weeks, Chie. THREE. WEEKS. Do you even KNOW 
anything about me!?” 


Chie averted eye-contact for a moment. Clearly this isn’t what she thought Justin 
was going to say, even clearer that she didn’t like where this was heading. In all 
honesty, she had no idea how to answer that question. There were plenty of things 
she liked about him, but when he put her on the spot like that, she was finding it 
difficult to think of a single thing. Justin knew it was going to be a difficult question, 
but if she couldn’t answer, there really was no spark between them. 


“W-well...” 
“Seriously. Just one thing. One thing you like about me.” 


Chie starred at him for a brief moment, biting on her bottom lip as she tried to 
think. 


“You're you...” 


She smiled slightly at the remark, though she still seemed concerned. Justin sighed. 
It was clear she was just trying to side-step the question, yet somehow... it worked. 

| mean, she could have given him an entire list of things she liked about him, and he 
still wouldn’t be entirely convinced; yet here she was saying she only liked him 
because Justin was Justin. She liked him just for being himself... They say love is 
supposed to be unconditional, though Justin never thought they meant it like this. 


In retrospect, he wasn’t even sure why had felt the need to interrogate Chie on the 
incident. He had kissed her, not the other way around. What the hell had he been 
thinking? | mean, he liked Chie, but he didn’t really like her like that. At least... he 
didn’t think he did. Something had to have made him do it, though he wasn’t 
entirely sure what. Hell, if he didn’t really like her that way, why would he be 
debating back and forth in his head like this. It was all just too confusing. 


“\..1’m sorry, I’m just...” 


“Confused?” 
“Yeah...” 


Chie looked slightly concerned, though she seemed at least a little bit happy that 
Justin had confided in her. She averted eye contact once again, her cheeks a rosy 
pink color. Justin couldn’t help but groan. He was going to give this dating thing a 
chance, but even little stuff like that pink shade her face turned when she was 
around him just confused him more. Three weeks. Three. Fucking. Weeks. Surely 
this was completely unheard of. 


“Uh... W-Well the rest of us are all heading to Junes. | thought you might like to join 
us...” 


Justin brushed a few stray hairs from his face, letting out some hot air in the 
process. That actually seemed like a good idea. Maybe if he just kept his mind off of 
him and Chie he'd be alright. 


“Y-yeah. Yeah, alright. | take it the others know?” 

“Yosuke’s on-shift, so he’s already there, and Yukiko’s going to meet us there.” 
“And Yu?” 

“| was hoping you’d come with me to ask.” 


Chie grinned that wide grin of hers. As confused as he was, Justin couldn’t help but 
grin back. It was like puppy-dog eyes, only instead of being a mind-control device, it 
just made him smile back. Damn she’s good. 


“Sure, just give me a few minutes to get ready.” 


“Oh good, you’re home!” 


Justin stood behind Chie as Yu opened the door. A smile spanned his face for a 
moment, though it turned into a frown the minute he realized what she was there 
for. Yu took a glance over her shoulder, having noticed Justin with her. He was 
pacing back and forth, more so than usual. He briefly wondered why before turning 
his attention back towards Chie. 


“Hey, if you're free today, wanna go somewhere? Yukiko’s coming, too.” 


Yu’s eyes widened abit once Yukiko’s name was mentioned. Justin couldn’t help but 
groan. He knew damn well where that was heading. Of course, that only lasted for a 
moment as Yu bit his bottom lip, making a slight nod of his head towards Nanako. 
Justin hadn’t even noticed her, probably because Chie and Yu were both 
significantly taller than her AND were standing in the way. Justin gave her a small 


grin, though she only seemed embarrassed by the motion. Chie didn’t seem it all 
phased by Yu’s duties to babysitting Nanako, instead choosing to extend her 
invitation to her too. 


“How ‘bout you, Nanako-chan? Wanna come?” 
“U-Um...” 


Yu placed his finger towards his chin, as though to think. He could still babysit her if 
he took her with them right? Besides, might be good for her to get out of the house. 


“Yeah, come with us.” 
“Huh? I-l can come?” 


Justin couldn’t help but laugh. Why wouldn’t she be able to? Unless her father was 
against that kind of thing, but Yu probably wouldn’t have asked her if she couldn't. 


“Yeah, Heh... of course you can!” 


“Why'd you bring poor Nanako-chan to a place like this on Golden Week?” 


The group sat around their usual spot in the food court. It was amazing that they 
always managed to get the same table, but Justin didn’t pay it too much mind. 
Yosuke was still on shift, so he had been shuffling back and forth between chatting 
with the group and jumping behind the food-court counter. 


“I'd imagine the same reason she dragged me along.” 
“Because they’re in love?” 


Chie kicked Yosuke under the table, as per usual. The only difference was this time 
her eyes were opened wide, her face beat red. She might as well have been 
wearing a giant neon sign that said “Justin x Chie FOREVER.” Justin couldn’t help but 
sigh. His cheeks felt a little hot themselves, but since he had been leaning his head 
on his palm anyway, no one would be able to notice. 


“Ow! | was just joking!” 
“No you weren't.” 
“Hey, shut up!” 


Chie glared at him for a few more moments. It looked as though she wasn’t sure 
whether she wanted to kick him again or not. Instead she decided to just answer his 
question so he would shut up. 


“Where else is there to go?” 
“I love Junes!” 


At that very moment Yosuke practically leapt out of his clothes in joy. For a guy who 
didn’t really want to be associated with Junes, he sure got awfully proud whenever 
someone complimented it. Like, what was he supposed to be proud of anyway. He’s 
the son of the manager, not exactly an impressive feat. 


“N-Nanako-chan...!” 
“Easy there tiger, she’s still a minor.” 
“Yeah, yeah, up yours too.” 


Justin chuckled. It was always good fun when the group was joking about each 
other’s love lives. Just so long as they weren’t joking about his love life, in which 
case it was absolutely mortifying. 


“But we were supposed to go on a real trip somewhere. We were going to make 
boxed lunches...” 


“Wow! You can make boxed lunches, Nanako-chan?” 


Justin had no idea what a boxed lunch was, but given that most of his questions 
were met with an obvious answer or a sarcastic response, he decided to just 
assume it was some sort of sacred treasure. Especially with the way everyone was 
impressed with Nanako’s ability to make one. Or at least, the thought of Nanako 
making one. Nanako nodded her head and placed her gaze on Yu, suggesting that 
he had been the one in charge of making ‘boxed lunches.’ Justin couldn’t help but 
smirk. Yu never struck him as a cook. 


“Oh, so you’re the family cook. Pretty impressive, ‘big bro’!” 
“Big... bro.” 


Oh jesus, what did Chie just start. Justin exchanged a glance with Yu. It was clear he 
wasn’t sure how to react to being called ‘big bro.’ He WASN'T her big bro, so there 
was that. Still, it was kind of adorable, in a weird way. 


“Whoa, you can cook? Well, you do seem to be great with your hands--Um, never 
mind.” 


Justin was mid-way through a sip of cola when Yosuke had made that remark. As 
disgusted as he knew the others got when he did a spit-take, Justin could not help 
himself. He turned away from the table as a fountain of cola spouted from his 
mouth. The rest of the group recoiled, a look of disgust on their face, save Nanako 
who found it somewhat humorous. 


“Dude, that’s disgusting! Now I’ve got to clean that up!” 
“Jesus, Yosuke. Keep it G-rated around the kid, will ya?” 


Nanako looked completely confused. She was too young to understand the 
innuendo, but Justin still didn’t need her going home and asking her father what 
that meant. He’d probably kill the lot of them, or at the very least Yu. 


“l-I’m a pretty good cook too, you know... Probably. If you’d asked, | would’ve 
whipped up some boxed lunches as easy as pie. Yeah...” 


“_,.Probably?” 

Chie gave Justin a quick glare. Touchy subject? 

“Uhh, lemme think about--No.” 

“What makes you think | can’t cook!? Let’s have a cook-off and see for ourselves!” 


“That’s just between you and Yosuke, right? Because | have enough problems 
without poisoning someone.” 


It was true. If it didn’t have heating instructions on a microwave tray, Justin was 
almost guaranteed to make it inedible. He managed to burn macaroni and cheese 
once. You know, that thing you BOIL. 


“My, my, doth the lady protest too much? And hey, | never said | cooked. But | have 
this weird feeling... Like I’d win anyway...” 


“Ahaha, | can understand that.” 
“What the--Yukiko!?” 


Chie was completely bewildered, betrayed be her best friend. Justin couldn’t help 
but gag a little bit. How bad WAS her cooking? 


“Here, Nanako-chan can be our judge. | bet we’ll make something that ranks up 
there with your mom's cooking, Nanako-chan!” 


Yu flinched slightly at the comment, though no one really knew why until Nanako 
spoke up a few moments later. 


“| don’t have a mom. She died in an accident.” 


The table grew completely silent, smiles turning to expressions of shock. Justin had 
been in the middle of taking another drink, having stopped as the comment hit his 
ears, the soda brushing up and down against his lips. Chie swapped her glance back 
and forth between the two, though none of the others seemed to have made the 


connection. Justin gently put the cup down on the table before placing his face in his 
hand. She’s six. She shouldn’t have to deal with this kind of shit... 


“You alright...?” 


Chie silently whispered to Justin on the side. No, no he really wasn’t. He had a hard 
enough time coping with his parents’ death at the age of fifteen; he couldn’t 
possibly imagine how Nanako was doing it at her age. Or why. Why should any child 
have to live without their parents? Justin just wanted to punch something or 
SOMEONE. Maybe I/’/l just punch Yosuke for even bringing up the topic in the first 
place. | mean, he had no way of knowing her mother was dead, but hey. He’s a 
good scapegoat. 


“Y-yeah...” 

“Hey, Yosuke...” 

“l-l see... Um... Sorry, | didn’t know.” 

Justin huffed. At least he had the decency to apologize for being a douche nozzle. 


“It’s okay. Even if | don’t have a mom, | have Dad with me... And now | have a 
brother, too.” 


Yu's face turned beat red. He really wasn’t fond of being called her brother, or at 
the very least, not in public. 


“And I’m having a lot of fun today! | love Junes!” 
“Y-Yeah? That’s good.” 


Yosuke sighed with relief, as though a cloud had been lifted from over his head. No 
one got this worked up over MY dead parents. Well, except Chie, but given the way 
this is turning out, I’m not at all surprised. 


“We'll play with you anytime you want, Nanako-chan!” 
“Yeah, we should hang out more often.” 


Justin really wanted to object. He liked Nanako, she was very likeable AND mature 
for her age. So why didn’t he want her there? Simply put, if they took a six year old 
with them everywhere, he’d have to keep censoring himself, and given that he had 
the biggest potty mouth in the entire city, that was going to be problematic. 


“C’mon, Nanako-chan. Let’s go get a soda!” 


“Okay!” 


The two got up from their seats, making their way to the counter. Justin half- 
expected Yosuke to use her as an excuse to get out of working. That way, he could 
grab her soda, and then take a break. Considering Yosuke had been running back 
and forth damn near the entire time they were there anyway, he assumed Yosuke 
probably wasn’t on break to begin with. 


“She’s a strong girl...” 

“| think she’s too young to understand.” 
“She makes me feel like the little kid here...” 
“Chie, you were always the little kid here.” 


Chie gave Justin a light shove, her face turning red again. She was starting to get 
more than a few funny looks from Yu and Yukiko. Goddammit Chie, we’re supposed 
to be keeping this a secret! Suddenly Chie stood up, slamming her hands on the 
table, as though trying to make a point. 


“That’s it; I’m gonna go get something for Nanako-chan too!” 


Chie and Yukiko got up, making their way out of the food court, towards what, Justin 
could only guess. That left him and Yu alone sitting at the table. Maybe they could 
have a starring contest; it wouldn’t be much different from their usual 
conversations. Yu gave a quick nod in the direction Chie had left. 


“What's up with you two?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“You know what | mean.” 
“Oh. That. It’s not lik-“ 


Yu gave him a glare. Clearly he wasn’t buying Justin’s bullshit for even a second. 
Justin sighed before taking a look around. Yosuke had indeed gotten behind the 
counter again, so he would be up there for awhile, and Chie and Yukiko were long 
gone. Nanako might come back, but Justin didn’t think she’d even understand what 
the two of them were talking about. And Yu... Well Yu still hadn’t spilled the beans 
from the first time he talked to him. 


“You can’t say a word of this to anyone.” 
Yu nodded his head in agreement. 
“We sorta... kissed. Like on the lips.” 


“Damn.” 


“What?” 

“| owe Yosuke 2,000 yen.” 

Justin shook his head in disgust. 

“You two were betting on it?” 

“Well | didn’t think you two were into each other.” 


“Yu, [don’t even know if we’re into each other. | mean, SHE sure seems it but... | 
don’t know. It’s been three weeks. That can’t be normal.” 


“Well | don’t know about that.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Well does it really matter how long you know each other if you like each other?” 


“But | don’t know if I do like her like that! | just sorta... did it. | don’t even know what 
got into me.” 


“Sounds like love got into you.” 
“You think it’s that simple?” 
“It’s always that simple.” 


It was corny as all hell, but it sorta made sense. Justin smirked slightly. For a guy 
who never talked, he seemed to know a lot more about being social than Justin did. 


“Alright, so what’s going on with you and Yukiko?” 
Yu recoiled his head backwards. Gotcha, you son of a bitch. 
“What?” 


“Oh don’t think | didn’t notice how wide eyed you got when we mention her name at 
your house. Or how you just flinched two seconds ago.” 


“Il don’t really know her...” 


“Oh no you don’t. | told you about me and Chie, so now you have to tell me about 
you and Yukiko.” 


Yu sighed. Justin had a point... 
“Alright, alright. She’s a really nice girl.” 


“You two would make a good couple.” 


“Huh?” 


“Well you barely talk, no offense, and Yukiko... Well Yukiko has a stick up her ass. 
You’re perfect for each other.” 


“I’m sure she’d disagree.” 

“Never know if you don’t ask.” 

Yu paused for a moment, staring in the direction the two girls had walked off. 
“Maybe | should ask her to hang out sometime.” 

“Sounds like a good idea to me. But uh, word of advice?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Keep an eye on Teddie.” 


Yu nodded his head in agreement, his eyes wide open, his face slightly red with 
anger. Justin had been joking about Teddie, but it seemed Yu thought he was a 
serious threat. Even though he’s a bear. Like seriously, if him and Yukiko got 
together, then clearly Yu was never her type to begin with. Justin looked out of the 
corner of his eye to see Yosuke jumping back over the counter. 


“| swear to god if | hear one word of this come out of Yosuke’s mouth.” 
“Hey, | promised didn’t |?” 

“No, actually, you just nodded.” 

Yu didn’t respond. 

“Uh, Yu...?” 

Still quiet. 

“Yu, | will rip your dick off if you say one word to Yosuke. I’m not joking.” 


“Alright, alright! | promise!” 


